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GASPAR VILELA. 
BETWEEN KYÚSHÚ AND THE KINAI

Madalena Ribeiro1

Centro de História de Além-Mar, New University of Lisbon

Abstract

Gaspar Vilela was not part of the better known Jesuits who went to Japan: he 
did not belong to the group of founders of the mission that disembarked in the port of 
Kagoshima, in 1549; his epistolary production, when compared with that of his fellow 
countrymen, must also be considered modest in size. Nevertheless, he made a unique 
contribution to the mission in Japan: he not only worked at missions in the south for 
some years, but – and here lies his greatest contribution – he was also responsible for 
founding the mission in the centre. Here, isolated from the other Jesuits for years, 
he tried out various approaches, some orthodox, some less so, to cultural adaptation.

Resumo

Gaspar Vilela não faz parte do grupo de jesuítas mais conhecidos que passaram 
pelo Japão: não integrou o grupo de fundadores da missão que desembarcou no porto de 
Kagoshima, em 1549; e a sua produção epistolar, quando comparada com a de alguns 
seus conterrâneos, também deve ser considerada de dimensões modestas. No entanto, 
deu um contributo inigualável para a missão no Japão: não só trabalhou vários anos 
nas missões do Sul como – e aqui encontra-se o seu grande contributo – foi o respon-
sável pela fundação da missão do centro. Aqui, isolado durante anos dos restantes jesuí-
tas, experimentou várias abordagens, mais e menos ortodoxas, à acomodação cultural.

要約

ガスパル・ヴィレラは日本布教に従事したイエズス会士のうち、とくに

有名というわけではない。1549年に鹿児島の港に到着した日本布教区の

創設者たちのグループには入っていなかった。そして彼の発信した書簡

の量も、同時代のほかのイエズス会士と比較して多いというわけではな

1 E-mail: madalena.ribeiro07@gmail.com
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い。しかしながら、日本布教区において彼は比類ない貢献をした。南の

布教区（シモ地区）で何年も働いたのみならず、中央の地区（ミヤコ地

区）の創設責任者として多大な貢献をした。この地区では何年にもわた

って他のイエズス会士から隔絶された状態で、彼は文化的適応に対する

多少正説的な様々な試みをおこなった。

Keywords:

Gaspar Vilela, Society of Jesus, Missions, Kyúshú, Kinai.

Gaspar Vilela, Companhia de Jesus, Missões, Kyúshú, Kinai.

ガスパル・ヴィレラ、イエズス会、布教区、九州、畿内

Gaspar Vilela (c. 1526-1572) was one of those responsible for the first 
phase of expansion of the Jesuit mission in Japan and the spread of the 
so-called method of cultural adaptation. Even though he was not among the 
first Jesuits who disembarked in the port of Kagoshima, in 1549, seven years 
later he was to join those who stayed in Japan. He spent fourteen years in 
the archipelago – only abandoning it in the year of the death of the supe-
rior of the mission, Cosme de Torres, in 1570 – which allowed him to found 
various missions, namely in the centre of Japan, and to get to know well 
some of the famous figures of Luso-Japanese history, such as João Fernandes 
and Cosme de Torres (Francisco de Xavier’s companions on his voyage to 
the Japanese archipelago), Lourenço de Hizen (one of the first Asians to be 
admitted into the Society of Jesus), and Luís Fróis (one of the most famous 
European Japanologists of the 1500's) 2. The years that Vilela spent in Japan 
coincide with the first years of the presence of the Society of Jesus in the 

2 For Cosme de Torres see the references made by Léon Bourdon in the work La Compagnie de 
Jésus et le Japon. 1547-1570. La fondation de la mission japonais par François Xavier (1547-1551) 
et les premiers résultats de la prédication sous le supériorat de Cosme de Torres (1551-1570), Paris- 
Lisbon, 1993. Lourenço’s biography was written by João Paulo Oliveira e Costa. Cf. João Paulo 
Oliveira e Costa, “Lourenço, um japonês evangelizador no Japão” in O Japão e o Cristianismo 
no Século XVI. Ensaios de história luso-nipónica, Lisbon, 1999, pp. 87-106. For Luís Fróis see 
Engelbert Jorissen, Das Japanbild im «Traktat» des Luis Frois, Münster Westfallen, 1988 and the 
introduction to the Historia de Japam by Father Wicki. Cf. José Wicki, SJ, “Introdução” in Luís 
Fróis, SJ, Historia de Japam, 5 vols., Lisbon, 1976-1984, vol. I, pp. 1*-45*). Also consult Luís 
Fróis. Proceedings of the International Conference, Japan, 1997. The biography has still not been 
traced of the Cordoban João Fernandes, Xavier’s companion on his voyage to the archipelago, 
who had a key role during the first years of the mission, where he lived until his death, in 1567. 
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archipelago, which was, above all, a phase of learning and adaptation, both 
for the Portuguese and for the Japanese whom they dealt with.

This work aims to make a small contribution to the biography of Gaspar 
Vilela. The objective is not to give an exhaustive account of his life but rather 
to make known and contextualise some of the most significant phases in his 
missionary career. As we shall see, Vilela’s geographical path through Japa-
nese lands reflects the vicissitudes of the mission itself – heavily dependent 
upon the local political and military conjuncture – as well as the personal 
projects and courses of action outlined by the founder of the mission, Fran-
cisco de Xavier, and by his successor, Cosme de Torres.

1. Before Japan

Gaspar Vilela was born in about 1526 in the village of Avis, in the Alen-
tejo province, in the south of Portugal 3. Little, or hardly anything, is known 
about his life before he entered the Society of Jesus, in 1553. We know that he 
was educated by Benedictine monks 4, that he left for the Portuguese Estado 
da Índia in 1551 and that he was ordained a priest in the city of Goa even 
before he entered the Society of Jesus 5. Sources add nothing more about his 
social background, family, religious education, his ordainment as priest and 
the circumstances that led him to take the route to India. One can conclude 
that the information about Gaspar Vilela is in medias res, relating only to his 
life after he joined the Society of Jesus. In fact, if one makes a prosopographic 

3 Avis was the seat of the Order of Avis, founded in the middle of the 12th century, at the height 
of the period of the Christian Reconquest. Initially dependent on the Order of Calatrava, the 
order followed the Benedictine rule and its objective was to fight the Muslims and expel them 
from the Iberian Peninsula. Cf. “Avis” in Dicionário de História de Portugal, dir. Joel Serrão, 1963, 
vol. I, pp. 260-261.

4 He probably continued to be tied to the Benedictines, even after his departure for the Estado 
da Índia and his subsequent entry to the Society of Jesus, as, many years later, in 1571, in Goa, 
he addressed a long letter to them about the “things of Japan” . Cf. letter from Gaspar Vilela to 
the priests of the monastery of Avis, Goa, 6th October, 1571 in Iesvs. Cartas qve os padres e irmãos 
da Companhia de Iesus escreverão dos Reynos de Iapão & China aos da mesma Companhia da 
India, & Europa, des do anno de 1549. atè o de 1580. Primeiro tomo. Nellas se conta o principio, 
socesso, & bondade da Christandade daquellas partes, & varios costumes, & idolatrias da gentili-
dade. Impressas por mandado do Reverendissimo em Christo Padre dom Theotonio de Bragança 
Arcebispo d’Evora..., 2 vols., Maia, 1997 [fac-simile edition after the Évora edition of 1598], tome 
I, fl. 319-331v. Throughout this paper, this collection is referred to by the acronym CE.

5 Cf. Sebastião Gonçalves, SJ, Primeira parte da Historia dos religiosos da Companhia de Jesus 
e do que fizeram com a divina graça na conversão dos infieis a nossa sancta fee catholica nos 
reynos e provincias da India Oriental. Composta pello p[adre] ... religioso da mesma Companhia, 
portugués, natural de Ponte de Lima, III vols., Coimbra, 1957-1962, vol. I, p. 4632 e Luís Fróis, SJ, 
Historia de Japam, vol. I, p. 9310. Henceforward this work will be referred to by the acronym HJ.
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study of the members of the Society of Jesus, one will probably discover a 
similar scenario for many of them.

In 1554, shortly after entering the Society, Father Vilela was chosen 
to join the delegation of the Provincial of India, Melchior Nunes Barreto 
(c. 1519/22-1571), who left for Japan that same year 6. The enthusiastic news 
of the Japanese mission that reached the capital of the Estado da Índia 
led the Jesuit provincial to travel to the archipelago himself. The retinue 
included four Jesuit Brothers, a Japanese person (whose function was to 
teach them the language) and a handful of orphans from the College of São 
Paulo. Another member of the group, the financer of the delegation, was 
a recent member of the Society, Fernão Mendes Pinto (?-1583) 7, who trav-
elled there from Japan as ambassador for the viceroy of India, D. Garcia de 
Noronha. The voyage was perilous and difficult, as the group was caught by 
various storms and forced to shelter for a year in Malacca – where one of 
Gaspar Vilela’s companions, Luís Fróis (1532-1597), ended up settling – and 
a number of months on the islands off the coast of China. Fernão Mendes 
Pinto recounts how they passed through Shangchuan, where they visited 
the tomb of Francisco de Xavier, before heading north, towards Lampacau, 
where they spent some months 8, also stopping in Macao 9, which was then a 
simple settlement used as a port of call between the islands of Shangchuan 
and Lampacau and the trading centre of Canton. It is possible that Gaspar 
Vilela visited Canton, accompanying Melchior Nunes Barreto, who went 
there twice, once to rescue some Portuguese people “who had been impris-
oned in the city centre for six years”10. The delegation finally landed in Japan 
in April, 1556, two years after leaving Goa11.

6 In Historia de Japam, Fróis mentions that, on the date of his departure for Japan, Gaspar 
Vilela “was a novice received a few months earlier by the Society” [“era noviço de poucos mezes 
recebido na Companhia”], HJ, I, p. 93.

7 For the biography of Fernão Mendes Pinto in this period see Rebecca Catz, Cartas de Fernão 
Mendes Pinto e outros documentos, Lisbon, 1983, pp. 13-15. As indicated in the title of this work, 
the author presents the letters that Mendes Pinto wrote in the East as well as others referring to 
him written by various Jesuits, including Vilela.

8 Cf. Fernão Mendes Pinto, Peregrinação & Cartas, Lisbon, 1989, pp. 221-222.

9 Cf. letter from Fernão Mendes Pinto to the priest Baltasar Dias. Macao, 20th November, 1555 
in Rebecca Catz, Cartas..., pp. 60-65.

10 “Que estavam presos no tronquo da cidade avia seis anos”, Letter from Fernão Mendes Pinto 
to the priest Baltasar Dias. Macao, 20th November, 1555 in Rebecca Catz, Cartas..., p. 61 and 
also letter from Melchior Nunes Barreto to the Jesuits in Goa. Macao, 23rd November, 1555 in 
Cartas..., p. 71. 

11 This voyage is very well documented. For a fairly exhaustive list of the missives describing it, 
see Léon Bourdon, La Compagnie de Jésus et le Japon..., p. 29167.
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2. Kyúshú – Bungo and Hirado

The group of clergymen12 disembarked in the port of Funai when the 
centre of the mission was transferred to the city of Yamaguchi, in the prov-
ince of Suó, to Funai, the capital of the daimyó of Bungo, Ótomo Yoshishige 
(1530-1587)13, due to the political and military instability that was spreading 
through the area.

 It is known that the second audience granted by the daimyó of Suó, 
Óuchi Yoshitaka (1507-1551)14, to Francisco de Xavier, in April, 1551, resulted 
in the opening of a mission in Yamaguchi15. The interest and curiosity that the 
Apostle of India awoke in the daimyó, as well as Yoshitaka’s desire to attract 
Portuguese merchants to his ports, resulted in support for the nanbanjin to 
spread the Gospel throughout his vast territories. The Óuchi’s benevolence, 
first that of Óuchi Yoshitaka, then that of Ótomo Haruhide / Óuchi Yoshinaga 

12 As well as Gaspar Vilela and Melchior Nunes Barreto, the Brothers Rui Pereira, Melchior 
Dias and Fernão Mendes Pinto were part of the group. Only Vilela and Rui Pereira remained 
in Japan, the rest having returned to India, at the end of 1556. Cf. João Paulo Oliveira e Costa, 
“Os Jesuítas no Japão (1549-1598). Uma análise estatística” in O Japão e o Cristianismo no 
Século XVI..., p. 20.

13 Ótomo Yoshishige, lord of Bungo and Higo, assumed the leadership of the house in 1550. 
Since the beginning the daimyó sought to extend his influence throughout the north of Kyúshú. 
The decade of 1560/70 in which the Ótomo controlled six (Bungo, Higo, Buzen, Chikuzen, 
Chikugo and Hizen, some partially) of the nine provinces of Kyúshú coincided with the military 
heyday of the family.

The interest in establishing business relations with the Portuguese led the warrior to support the 
presence of the Jesuits in his territories. He turned out to be one of the greatest protectors of the 
Jesuits, and was baptised, in 1578. Cf. George Elison, “Ótomo Sorin” in Kodansha Encyclopedia 
of Japan, Tokyo, 1983, vol. VI, p. 132 and “Ótomo Yoshishige” in Dictionnaire Historique du 
Japon, Tokyo – Paris, 2002, vol. II, pp. 2187-2188.

14 Óuchi Yoshitaka succeeded his father, in 1528, as military governor (shugo) of the provinces 
of Suó, Nagato, Aki, Iwami, in the south of Honshú, and Buzen and Chikuzen, in the north of 
Kyúshú, being one of the most powerful sengoku daimyó of Chúgoku. His family played a domi-
nant role in the trade and diplomatic relations with China and Korea. Yoshitaka’s interest in the 
arts, science and religion turned the city of Yamaguchi into a miniature of Miyako, where various 
artists, poets and members of the clergy were gathered. Cf. “Óuchi Yoshitaka” in Kodansha Enci-
clopedia of Japan, vol. VI, p. 135 and “Óuchi Yoshitaka” in Dictionnaire Historique du Japon, 
vol. II, p. 2193.

15 The first audience granted by the daimyó to Xavier, at the end of 1550, had been a failure. The 
missionary’s appearance, with his poor clothing; the lack of gifts to awake the daimyó’s curiosity 
and interest; Juan Fernández’s reading of a small catechism summarising part of the Christian 
doctrine; and the Jesuits’ linguistic incapacity to respond to what really interested the daimyó, all 
contributed to his interrupting the audience and ordering the foreigners to withdraw (cf. Léon 
Bourdon, La Compagnie de Jésus et le Japon..., p. 198). In April, 1551, the Navarrese tried his best 
to act in a completely opposite fashion, introducing himself as the ambassador of the Viceroy of 
Índia and displaying opulent vestments and gifts (cf. João Paulo Oliveira e Costa, Portugal e o 
Japão. O século namban, Lisbon, 1993, p. 25). 
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(1533-1557)16 towards the Portuguese priests meant that the number of con-
verts increased and Yamaguchi became the main missionary base in Japan 
during these first years, which is where the superior of the mission himself, 
Cosme de Torres, lived, until May, 155617. On that date, as a consequence of 
the military operations that led to the conquest of the city by Móri Motonari 
(1497-1571)18, the missionaries were forced to abandon Yamaguchi.

The clergy took refuge in the lands of a daimyó whom they already knew, 
who had traded with the Portuguese for some years and was also the enemy 
of the Móri, Ótomo Yoshishige. The centre of the mission was then moved to 
the warrior’s capital and the Jesuits’ work in the archipelago was limited to 
some areas of the island of Kyúshú19.

Gaspar Vilela, who arrived in Japan when these upheavals were taking 
place, spent the early period there, in Funai (between 1556 and 1557) and in 
Hirado (1557-1558). His first letter written in Japan, on 29th October, 1557, is 
a long, detailed account of his activities and the missionary initiatives of the 
Jesuit superior, Cosme de Torres 20. In Bungo, Vilela worked directly under 
Torres, and this period can be understood as a kind of initiation and learning 
experience of the Japanese way of life and the way the mission operated.

Right from the start, the Bungo mission underwent a series of problems 
and difficulties that proved to be endemic. The work carried out there was 
time-consuming and difficult and resulted in a low number of baptisms, espe-

16 About two weeks after Xavier’s departure, a rebellion, organised by some vassals of Óuchi 
Yoshitaka, put an end to the warrior’s government and he ended up committing seppuku, at 
the end of September, 1551. The warrior chosen by the rebels to succeed him was a nephew of 
his, from the Ótomo house, Ótomo Haruhide (hence Óuchi Yoshinaga), who upheld his uncle’s 
policy towards the foreign clergy. Cf. Madalena Ribeiro, A nobreza cristã de Kyúshú. Redes de 
parentesco e acção jesuítica, Lisbon, 2006, pp. 110-112 [multicopied text; Master’s dissertation 
in the History of the Discoveries and Portuguese Expansion presented to the New University of 
Lisbon.  The Portuguese version is available on the website of the Centro de História de Além-Mar. 
URL: <http://cham.fcsh.unl.pt/files/varia/tese _madalena.pdf>. Made available on 9th November, 
2007.

17 The most detailed account of the Yamaguchi mission is that by Léon Bourdon, La Compagnie 
de Jésus et le Japon, especially chapters VII, VIII, IX and XI.

18 The rise of Motonari in Yamaguchi resulted in the interruption of the mission in this 
area of the archipelago. The Jesuits would have to wait some decades for the Móri, namely 
Motonari’s successor, Móri Terumoto (1553-1625), to allow them to live in Yamaguchi again, 
which happened twice, from 1586-1587 and again from 1600-1602. Cf. Madalena Ribeiro, 
A nobreza cristã de Kyúshú..., pp. 110-114.

19 Namely to a few places in the Bungo province, the port of Hakata (in the Chikuzen province) 
and Hirado (Hizen).

20 Cf. letter from Gaspar Vilela to the Jesuits in Portugal. Hirado, 29th October, 1557 in Documen-
tos del Japon 1547-1557, ed. Juan Ruiz-de-Medina, Rome, 1990, pp. 674-717 (henceforth the 
acronym DJ will be used to refer to this work). According to the research of Ruiz-de-Medina, 
several times this letter was inserted in collections of letters and published during the second half 
of the 16th century.
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cially if compared with the results obtained in other areas of Kyúshú, such as 
Shimo, a privileged spot for the kurofune to dock since the end of the 1550’s. 
Vilela’s work in these two areas illustrates this point. At the end of 1557, on 
the outskirts of Kutami, in Bungo, after a night of intense preaching, Vilela 
raised no more than ten converts21; the following year, in a similar initiative 
in Hirado (in Shimo), there were over a thousand baptisms.

There are various reasons for the low number of baptisms in Bungo. 
Firstly, there was the local political and military conjuncture. Having been 
lord of the Bungo and Higo provinces since 1550, during the 1550’s Ótomo 
Yoshishige was decorated with important military titles – in 1554, he was 
named shugo of Hizen and, in 1559, of Buzen, Chikuzen and Chikugo – 
becoming military governor of six of the nine provinces of Kyúshú. However, 
the real control over these lands had to be conquered militarily by Yoshishige, 
who had to deal with various internal revolts by discontented vassals and 
attacks by enemy daimyó 22. This politico-military instability affected the 
mission. For example, during Gaspar Vilela’s stay in Bungo, Yoshishige had 
to face the revolt of some vassals who forced him to take refuge in Usuki 
– where he built a house “on a living rock surrounded in three parts by sea” 23 – 
leaving the missionaries in Funai, in quite difficult, dangerous circumstances. 
Vilela writes that he and his companions actually wore two tunics in case 
they had to seek refuge in the mountains and that they also had to protect the 
residence by resorting to the services of an armed guard 24.

A second explanation for the low number of baptisms in Bungo was 
the charitable work done there by the missionaries, initially directed at the 
underprivileged sectors of the population, the poor and the sick. The atten-
tion given to these groups, above all to the sick, jeopardised the work with 
the rest of the population, as the sick, especially the lepers, were considered 
as a source of impurity. Amongst these initiatives, we draw attention to the 
work of the hospital in Funai, which had separate sections for the wounded 
and for lepers or other contagious patients. If the initiative of founding this 
hospital, as well as the provision of medical care, were the responsibility of 
the missionary-doctor Luís de Almeida (c. 1525-1583) 25, other Jesuits such 

21 Cf. letter from Gaspar Vilela to the Jesuits in Portugal. Hirado, 29th October, 1557 in DJ, 
vol. I, pp. 685-686 e HJ, I, p. 110.

22 Cf. George Elison, “Ótomo Sórin” in Kodansha Encyclopedia of Japan, vol. VI, p. 132.

23 “Em huma rocha viva cercada por tres partes de mar”, HJ, I, p. 104.

24  Cf. letter from Gaspar Vilela to the Jesuits in Portugal. Hirado, 29th October, 1557 in DJ, 
vol. I, pp. 691-692.

25 The biography of Luís de Almeida was written by Diego Pacheco, SJ, Luís de Almeida 
(1525-1583). Médico, Caminhante, Apóstolo, Macao, 1989.
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as Gaspar Vilela were part of the team responsible for getting the project 
started, at the beginning of 1557 26.

The third and final factor that explains the “failure” of the mission is 
the attitude of Ótomo Yoshishige himself. Even though he was a Jesuit 
sympathiser, for decades the warrior had not shown the slightest interest in 
converting to Christianity or in having his relatives or vassals baptised 27.

Hirado was Gaspar Vilela’s destination before being sent out to found 
a mission in Kinai. The island was already well known by the Portuguese as 
its port, with an excellent geographic position for mainland trade, was one 
of the first trading posts to be frequented regularly by Portuguese merchants 
from the China Sea 28. Gaspar Vilela did not found the mission in Hirado but 
was one of those responsible for its growth, namely for the sudden surge of 
baptisms and the consequent expulsion of the Jesuits under the orders of the 
local daimyó.

The beginnings of missionary work in this area date back to the period 
when Francisco de Xavier was in Japan. In July, 1550, the Navarrese and his 
companions left Kagoshima (Satsuma) and went to Hirado when they learned 
that the ship belonging to the Portuguese Francisco Pereira de Miranda had 
docked there. In Hirado, according to the account by Cosme de Torres, the 
priests were very well received by the daimyó Matsuura Takanobu (1529-1599) 
“because a Portuguese ship had been there for two months, loading cargo” 29. 
The relations between the Matsuura and the Jesuits were not particularly 

26 Cf. letter from Gaspar Vilela to the Jesuits in Portugal. Hirado, 29th October, 1557 in DJ, 
vol. I, pp. 688-690. For the hospital in Funai see Léon Bourdon, La Compagnie de Jésus et le 
Japon..., pp. 337-341 and Dorotheus Schilling, OFM, “Os portugueses e a introdução da medi-
cina no Japão” in Boletim do Instituto Alemão, 1937, pp. 172-208.

27 The Jesuits had to wait until 1575 to baptise the first member of the Ótomo family, Chikaie 
(c. 1561-?), one of the second children of Yoshishige. Cf. letter from Francisco Cabral to the 
Brothers of the Society of Jesus. Kuchinotsu, 9th September, 1576 in CE, tomo I, fl. 356-356v.

28 Cf. Roderich Ptak, “Sino-Japanese Maritime Trade, circa 1550: Merchants, Ports and 
Networks” in O Século Cristão do Japão. Actas do Colóquio Internacional Comemorativo dos 
450 anos de Amizade Portugal-Japão (1543-1993), ed. Roberto Carneiro e A. Teodoro de Matos, 
Lisbon, 1994, pp. 291-296 and 301.

In some of the Jesuit missives the prestige and fame that his port held in the heart of the Portu-
guese community is clear. Gaspar Vilela in the letter he wrote from Hirado states that it was “a 
land with the best port there is in Japan” [“terra de milhor porto que há em Japão”] (letter from 
Gaspar Vilela to the Jesuits in Portugal. Hirado, 29th October, 1557 in DJ, vol. I, p. 707). Cosme 
de Torres in another letter wrote that Hirado, as well as being visited annually by the Portuguese 
coming from China, was also a city where one could find Japanese merchants from other areas of 
the archipelago (cf. letter from Cosme de Torres to Inácio de Loyola and António Quadros. Funai, 
7th November, 1557 in DJ, vol. I, pp. 735-736).

29 “Porque estava então hum navio de portugueses avia dous meses, fazendo carga”, letter from 
Cosme de Torres to the Jesuits in Goa. Yamaguchi, 20th September, 1551 in DJ, vol. I, p. 208.
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good and the priests’ letters are eloquent in this regard. The Matsuura were 
simply prepared to tolerate the presence of the priests if it would bring them 
concrete economic benefits. At any rate, until 1558, the relations between 
them were relatively pacific and uneventful.

The lack of support from the Matsuura was partially compensated by 
the acceptance and favour shown by another family of warriors, members 
of the court and descendants of a collateral branch of the Matsuura, the 
Koteda. The first baptisms in this family took place in 1553, as a result of 
the second visit of merchants to Hirado. Thus, that year, Baltasar Gago 
(c. 1515/20-1583) baptised the two sons of Koteda Yasumasa: the heir of the 
family, Koteda Yasutsune António (?-1582) and his brother, João 30. Three 
years later the missionaries began their work in the domains of the Koteda 
– located in Ikitsukijima and Takushima – and founded a small mission in 
the city of Hirado with the permission of Takanobu 31. Gaspar Vilela’s activi-
ties lie within this context. Having arrived in Hirado in 1557, and verifying 
the low number of Christians in the mission, which he put down to Baltasar 
Gago’s 32 difficulties with the language, Vilela was the mentor for the policy 
of mass baptisms in the lands of the Koteda, carried out in the first months 
of 1558. In fact, within a few months Vilela baptised about 1.300 of Koteda 
Yasutsune’s vassals and installed three churches in three former pagodas in 
Ikitsukijima 33. These baptisms, plus the destruction or adaptation of the local 
temples or monasteries, aggravated the imminent conflict between the Euro-
pean missionaries and the Japanese clergy. Matsuura Takanobu ended up by 
expelling the missionaries from his lands in order to avoid further trouble, 
between May and June, 1558. The daimyó would not have approved of the 
socially and religiously destabilising activities of foreigners permitted by his 
vassal. Furthermore, everything indicated that the voyages of the Portuguese 
merchants had become regular 34, so that there was no reason to tolerate the 
missionaries any longer.

30 For these baptisms see Madalena Ribeiro, A nobreza cristã de Kyúshú..., pp. 23-24.

31 In around January, 1557, Gago bought some land in the city of Hirado where he built a 
church. Cf. letter from Gaspar Vilela to the Jesuits in Portugal. Hirado, 29th October, 1557 in DJ, 
vol. I, p. 67810 and 67811. 

32 Fundamental argument but one that, in this case, we cannot accept as an explanation, seeing 
that Gago, as well as having been in the archipelago for five years, did not work alone, but 
with the help of various dójuku; this still cordial, but somewhat distant attitude from Matsuura 
Takanobu, also jeopardised the work of the Jesuits. 

33 Cf. letter from Gaspar Vilela to the Jesuits in Goa. Funai, 1st September, 1559 in DJ, vol. II, 
pp. 146-147. 

34 Indeed, the port of Hirado was visited by the Portuguese during most of the 1550’s, and at 
least in 1555 and 1557 more than one ship was anchored there.
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Meanwhile, however, thanks to Gaspar Vilela, some of the Koteda family 
were added to the list of those baptised; António’s father, Koteda Yasumasa 
(Jerónimo), his wife (Isabel), a sister (Beatriz) and his son and heir, Koteda 
Sakae (?-1614), baptised with the same name as his grandfather. His mother 
and other sisters also appear to have been baptised 35.

The closure of the Hirado mission, though temporary, led the Jesuits, 
namely the only three Fathers at the mission, Cosme de Torres, Baltasar 
Gago and Gaspar Vilela, to concentrate on Bungo. Torres’s strategy naturally 
involved redirecting these human resources to create new missions. One of his 
decisions, to this end, was to make another attempt to establish the Society 
of Jesus in the capital of the empire, Miyako.

3. Kinai

The difficulties that the Society of Jesus had in founding a mission in 
Miyako are well known, as well as the importance of their doing so for the 
prestige and expansion of the mission in Japan. The missionaries were aware 
that Christianity could only become a phenomenon at national level if it 
could penetrate the political, religious and cultural centre of the empire 36. 
Furthermore, they were also abiding by the directives of the generals of the 
Society, who encouraged a policy of proximity to the governing powers, as 
the first step in the process of evangelisation 37. They only succeeded in estab-
lishing missionaries in Miyako in a third attempt, precisely with the arrival 
of Gaspar Vilela and Lourenço de Hizen (c. 1525-1592), in 1559 38; the latter, 
as Vilela’s translator and interpreter, had a key role in this undertaking.

The two missionaries set out from Bungo on the 5th of September, dis-
guised as bonzes, “shaved heads and beards, dressed in their poor kimonos, 
in keeping with the purpose of their pilgrimage” 39. The Jesuits’ appearance, 
shaven and wearing kimonos, in the style of Buddhist monks, shows us how 
they were beginning to adapt to the local social and religious customs and 
traditions.

35 For all of this see the letter from Gaspar Vilela to the Jesuits in Goa. Funai, 1st September, 
1559 in DJ, vol. II, pp. 146-147 e HJ, vol. I, pp. 114-121. 

36 Cf. João Paulo Oliveira e Costa, O século namban..., p. 30.

37 Cf. Madalena Ribeiro, A nobreza cristã de Kyúshú..., p. 1.

38 The efforts of Francisco de Xavier, in 1551, and Lourenço, in 1555, turned out to be in vain, 
and the missionaries ended up returning to the base in Kyúshú. Cf. João Paulo Oliveira e Costa, 
O século namban..., p. 30. 

39 “Rapados barba e cabeça, vestidos com seos quimões pobres, conforme ao intento de sua 
peregrinação”, HJ, I, p. 138.
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Vilela and Lourenço were accompanied by two dójuku, Damião de 
Chikuzen (c. 1536-1586) and Diogo, baptised in Shangchuan, who was on his 
way back to his native land in Sakamoto (Ómi)40. After a long and perilous 
journey, the group arrived in Miyako in November, 155941. 

The first years Vilela and his companions spent in Miyako were diffi-
cult, because, unlike the experience in Kyúshú, the missionaries had nothing 
to offer their interlocutors. If in the south, the kurofune functioned as an 
important visiting card for the Jesuits – which led to the baptism of a series 
of daimyó and kokujin – in the centre, the Jesuits could only count on the 
natural curiosity that their presence and their accounts of unfamiliar cultures 
and civilisations might arouse in the Japanese. They faced difficulties at sev-
eral levels: the isolation from their countrymen and/or brothers in the Faith; 
the difficulty in obtaining permission to reside there and in finding a suitable, 
fixed dwelling, having been forced to move house on various occasions; the 
hostility of the public and religious authorities; the continual and exhausting 
public debates held with the Buddhist bonzes; and the typical hardships of 
the civil war, “particularly heated in this region, as the capital was the prime 
objective of all the daimyos who aspired to the conquest of absolute power” 42. 
One of the families who helped the missionaries in this early period in Miyako 
were the Konishi, the hosts of Francisco de Xavier, almost ten years earlier. 
The year after his arrival, Vilela baptised the first member of this family, 
Konishi Ryúsa (c. 1522-1593), from then on Joaquim 43  – father of the famous 
Christian and general of Toyotomi Hideyoshi, Konishi Yukinaga Agostinho 
(c. 1556-1600). Ryúsa was a trader with interests in Miyako and in Sakai 
but as his career developed he was later to serve Hideyoshi, receiving some 
favours from him44.

40 Cf. HJ, I, p. 144. 

41 For the date of arrival in Miyako we referred to Léon Bourdon, La Compagnie de Jésus et le 
Japon..., p. 388. For the voyage, see the letter from Gaspar Vilela to the Brothers of the Society 
of Jesus in India. Sakai, 17th August, 1561 in CE, tome I, fl. 89v-90; letter from Gaspar Vilela 
to the Fathers and Brothers of the Society of Jesus in Portugal. Miyako, 13th July, 1564 in CE, 
tomo I, fl. 140-140v; and HJ, I, pp. 137-151.

42 “Particularmente acesa nesta região, pois a capital era o primeiro objectivo de todos os 
dáimios que aspiravam à conquista do poder absoluto”, João Paulo Oliveira e Costa, Portugal e o 
Japão..., p. 31.

43 Cf. Georg Schurhammer, SJ, Francis Xavier. His Life, His Times, 4 vols, Rome, 1982, vol. IV, 
p. 1897. Fróis, in Historia de Japam, makes several references to the fact that Ryúsa Joaquim was 
one of the earliest Christians in Miyako, even though the specific years of his baptism is not given; 
he simply mentions that it was during the time during which Vilela was in the centre, between 
1559 and 1565. Cf. HJ, V, p. 493. 

44 Some biographic data in an annual report on Japan in 1593. Pedro Gómez, Nagasaki, 15th 
March, 1594 in Archivum Romanum Societatis Iesu, Japonica-Sinica, 52, fl. 27-27v.
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The objective of Gaspar Vilela’s expedition was, as has been mentioned, 
to found a Jesuit mission in Miyako. For this purpose, Vilela proposed to use 
the same strategy that Xavier had used when he was in the capital: to get 
closer to the leading religious and politico-military elites, just as Francisco 
de Xavier had attempted (and also failed) to meet with the religious authori-
ties of Hieizan – one of the centres for the spread of Japanese Buddhism 45. 
However, unlike Xavier, Vilela gained an audience with the shogun Ashikaga 
Yoshiteru (1536-1565). Thanks to the intervention of a bonze called Yegennan, 
the shogun received him in Myógaku-ji, at the end of 1559 46. For the audi-
ence, Vilela wore over his kimono “a very old blanket of cloth from Portugal, 
which had no pile, and on my head, a red cap” 47, so as to emphasise his 
status of a foreign priest – like a “bonze from Nanban, id est, from the parts 
of India”.48 It is likely that the priest was rather disillusioned by the meeting 
as, not only was he asked no question by the shogun, but he also failed to 
gain permission to reside in the capital 49. Resorting to the services of the 
same Yegennan, the missionaries finally managed to get the document, in 
which the shogun gave them permission to reside in the capital, without 
forcing them to give lodging to soldiers (and other similar impositions to 
which the Buddhist bonzes were subjected) and providing punishment for 
anyone who was discourteous or offended the missionaries 50. Shortly after 
his meeting with the shogun, Father Vilela arranged another audience with 
the daimyó Miyoshi Nagayoshi (1522-1564) 51, who granted him a document 
with the same terms as that issued by the shogun.

45 Cf. letter from Lourenço to the Fathers and Brothers of the Society of Jesus in Bungo. Miyako, 
2nd June, 1560 in CE, tome I, fl. 69v-70; letter from Gaspar Vilela to the Brothers of the Society of 
Jesus in Índia. Sakai, 17th August, 1561 in CE, tomo I, fl. 90; and letter from Gaspar Vilela to the 
Fathers and Brothers of the Society of Jesus in Portugal. Miyako, 13th July, 1564 in CE, tome I, 
fl. 140v-141. Also see Léon Bourdon, La Compagnie de Jésus et le Japon..., pp. 385-387.

46 Bourdon wrote that the meeting took place on 15th December. Cf. Léon Bourdon, La Com-
pagnie de Jésus et le Japon..., p. 389.

47 “Um manto de pano de Portugal muito velho, que já não tinha pelo, e na cabeça hum barrete 
vermelho”, HJ, I, p. 160.

48 “Bonzo do Nanban, id est, das partes da India”, HJ, I, p. 160.

49 Cf. Léon Bourdon, La Compagnie de Jésus et le Japon…, p. 390.

50 Cf. HJ, I, pp. 162-163 e Léon Bourdon, La Compagnie de Jésus et le Japon..., p. 393. However, 
this was not the only time the shogun received Vilela, as there are references to other visits 
paid by him, the last in 1565, the year in which Ashikaga Yoshiteru was assassinated. Cf. HJ, I, 
pp. 162-163 e 233-234 e II, pp. 13-14.

51 Miyoshi Nagayoshi, also known as Chókei was a very successful sengoku daimyó from the 
end of the bakufu Muromachi. Since 1539 he had been shugodai or military governor delegated 
by the Hosokawa in the Settsu province. Following a campaign of expansion in the 1540’s and 
50’s, Nagayoshi arose as the principal military power in Gokinai, at a period when the shogun’s 
rule was suffering a process of the breakdown and loss of his effective powers. Cf. “Miyoshi 
Nagayoshi” in Dictionnaire Historique du Japon, vol. II, p. 1856
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With these receptions, the situation of the Jesuits improved, but the 
baptisms were only achieved in dribs and drabs. The turning point in their 
missionary work came about in 1563. In early summer that year, a public 
debate was held in Nara, on the orders of Matsunaga Hisahide (1510-1577) 52, 
much to the taste of the Japanese men of letters and the Jesuit teachings, in 
order to determine, through the explanation, questioning and contestation of 
Christianity, whether the religion would subvert the principles of the tradi-
tional Japanese religions and philosophies. The result of the debate depended 
largely on the prestige of the new clergymen and their work in the centre of 
Japan. Lourenço was responsible for the defence of Christianity – he was 
probably the best prepared for this challenge, not only due to his oratory 
skills but also to his knowledge of the local religions and of the language 
– whilst his adversaries were Yúki Tadamasa, astronomer, and Kiyohara 
Ekata, both Buddhists, namely of the Hokke sect 53.

The success of Lourenço’s argument gave rise to the definitive accept-
ance of Christianity in the centre of Japan and the beginnings of its spread 
to some of the elites; as a result of the debate, not only were Lourenço’s 
adversaries baptised, even though they soon abandoned the new religion 54, 
but also some warriors, such as Takayama Zusho Dário (?-1596), a vassal of 
Matsunaga Hisahide, and father of Takayama Ukon Justo (1553-1615) who 
was also converted that year, together with other members of the family 55. 
Others on the list include buke, such as Yúki Saemon Antão, Sanga Sancho 
and Ikeda Tango Simão 56. In a number of cases, the baptism of these warriors 
was followed by the baptism of the members of their respective families and 
the beginning of missionary work in their domains, being the first examples 
of descendant, en masse conversions in the centre of Japan. Without wishing 
to overestimate the consequences of the debate, one can affirm that it put 
an end to the difficult situation experienced by the missionaries in Kinai 
during these early years. 1563 was, at the same time, a turning point in the 

52 Matsunaga Hisahide, one of Chókei’s vassals, governed Kinai in the 1560’s, having been one 
of those who planned the assassination of the shogun Ashikaga Yoshiteru (1565). His relation 
with Oda Nobunaga was marked by successive alliances and rebellions, and, in 1577, he ended 
up being killed by one of the sons of Nobunaga’s sons, Oda Nobutada. Cf. “Matsunaga Hisahide” 
in Dictionnaire Historique du Japon, vol. II, p. 1769.

53 Cf. HJ, I, pp. 245-251; João Paulo Oliveira e Costa, Portugal e o Japão..., pp. 30-31; and Jurgis 
Elisonas, “Christianity and the Daimyo” in The Cambridge History of Japan, ed. John Whitney 
Hall and James L. McClain, Cambridge, 1991, vol. IV, pp. 320-321.

54 Cf. Léon Bourdon, La Compagnie de Jésus et le Japon…, p. 601.

55 For Takayama Ukon see the studies by Kataoka Yakichi, “Takayama Ukon” in Monumenta 
Nipponica, Tokyo, vol. I, 1938, pp. 159-172 and by Johannes Laures, SJ, “Takayama Ukon” 
in Monumenta Nipponica, Tokyo, vol. V, 1942, pp. 85-112 which, in some points, rectifies the 
former study.

56 Cf. HJ, I, pp. 252-269.
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Kyúshú mission: in the middle of the year the daimyó Ómura Sumitada 57 was 
baptised. As João Paulo Oliveira e Costa noted, that year Christianity finally 
penetrated the governing classes of the country, and was no longer thought 
of as a religion only of the poor and the sick 58.

For five years Gaspar Vilela was completely distanced and isolated from 
the other European Jesuits, with whom he only communicated by letter, 
from time to time. The bateren’s (priest) isolation enabled him to test and 
experiment innovative approaches to evangelisation, far from the watchful 
eyes and the (dis)approval of his superiors, namely his immediate superior, 
Cosme de Torres. These experiments in the field of cultural adaptation were 
possible thanks to the missionaries’ isolation, but also to his work in observ-
ing and studying Japanese religion and culture. We know that Vilela visited 
Buddhist temples to get to know their places of worship and the style of 
their prayers, that he studied Japanese Buddhism, the modus vivendi of the 
monks, the local festivities, customs and etiquette. Years later, Vilela’s experi-
ments were one of the reasons that led Cosme de Torre to order his return to 
the south of Japan. In a private letter to the general of the Society of Jesus, 
the superior states that the reason had been “so that we can all agree upon a 
manner of proceeding” 59, which has been interpreted as a clear reference to 
the different methods used by the Jesuits in the first years of their mission 60. 
Even though Cosme de Torres, when he succeeded Francisco de Xavier, had 
given a great impulse to the method of cultural adaptation, he sought to 
prevent those experiences considered less orthodox from being repeated or 
multiplied freely. Everything indicates that Gaspar Vilela – isolated from the 
other Jesuits and considered “someone rather innovative” 61 – was, as has 
been mentioned, carrying out experiments along these lines.

In the missionaries’ accounts the complementary nature of Vilela’s and 
Lourenço’s work is clear. Lourenço, who had a command of the language, 

57 Nevertheless, in Ómura, the Jesuits had to wait for Sumitada to strengthen his authority over 
his domain, to be able to evangelise the peoples of Ómura, which only came about approximately 
ten years later.

58 Cf. João Paulo Oliveira e Costa, Portugal e o Japão...., p. 31.

59 “Pera comcordarmos todos em huma maneira de proseder”, Letter from Cosme de Torres 
to the General of the Society of Jesus. Kuchinotsu, 24th October, 1566, in Monumenta Historica 
Japoniae I. Textus Catalogorum Japoniae aliaeque de personis dominusque S.J. in Japonia informa-
tiones et relationes 1549-1654, ed. Josef Franz Schütte, Rome, 1975, p. 76.

60 Cf. João Paulo Oliveira e Costa, O cristianismo no Japão e o episcopado de D. Luís Cerqueira, 
Lisbon, 1998, p. 125 [multicopied text, doctoral dissertation in History of the Discoveries and 
Portguese Expansion presented at the New University of Lisbon]. Available on the website of the 
Centro de História de Além-Mar. URL: <http://www.cham.fcsh.unl.pt/files/varia/tese_jpoc.pdf>. 
Made available on 10th November, 2007.

61 “Alguum tanto decretista.” Letter from Melchior Nunes Barreto to the General of the Society 
of Jesus, Cochin, 15th January, 1560 in Monumenta Historica Japoniae..., p. 41.
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was almost always the first to approach the communities; Vilela took the 
stage during the second phase, responsible for the baptisms and the educa-
tion of the converts. They followed this method until 1565, when Lourenço 
was summoned to Kyúshú and another Jesuit, Luís Fróis 62, arrived in the 
centre. Vilela and Lourenço did not spend all their time in Miyako; their 
activities extended to the surroundings of the capital and to other towns, 
such as Nara and Sakai. There are several explanations for this itinerância: 
firstly, the hostility of the public and religious authorities which were the 
source of the flight or expulsion of the missionaries; secondly, the search for 
a degree of security in face of the great political and military instability of 
the Japanese metropolis; thirdly, the desire to widen the actual campus of the 
mission.

After Miyako, the town of Sakai – described by the missionaries as the 
“Venice of Japan” 63 – was the place where Vilela and Lourenço stayed the 
longest, resulting in the appearance of a small community of Christians. 
In Sakai, the missionaries enjoyed the protection of the Hibiya 64, a wealthy 
family of traders, related to the Konishi, and who, like the latter, had given 
shelter to Francisco de Xavier when he was in the town.

According to the missionaries’ accounts, when Hibiya Ryókei, learned 
that the bateren were back in Miyako, he wrote some letters to the Jesuits 
offering them his house and inviting them to move to Sakai 65. The trader was 
only baptised in 1565, yet during Gaspar Vilela’s first stay in Sakai, between 
August 1561 and the middle of the summer of the following year, Ryókei 
had two of his children baptised: Ágata, who later married the eldest son of 
the Konishi, Johei Bento, and Hibiya Heiemon Vicente, who served in the 
Society of Jesus as dójuku 66 for a while. The number of Christians in this 
family went on growing, both through the baptism of its members or through 
their marriages to Japanese individuals who had already been baptised 67.

In 1566, when Gaspar Vilela returned to the south of Japan, he left a 
small mission to Luís Fróis, which had about one thousand baptised con-

62 The two priests already knew each other as, as mentioned earlier, they had travelled together 
from Goa to Malacca, in 1554.

63 “Veneza do Japão.” HJ, I, p. 234.

64 As Luís Fróis wrote, Gaspar Vilela had “his back and shelter in him [in the leader of the 
Hibiya family, Ryókei], and [therefore] was not afraid of being one of those pursued or bothered 
in the city” [“costas e abrigo nelle [no chefe da família Hibiya, Ryókei], e [por isso] não temia ser 
dos da cidade perseguido ou avexado”], HJ, I, p. 245. 

65 Cf. letter of Luís de Almeida to the Provincial of India. Japan, 1st October, 1561 in CE, tome I, 
fl. 83.

66 Cf. Georg Schurhammer, SJ, Francis Xavier..., p. 18067 and Léon Bourdon, La Compagnie de 
Jésus et le Japon…, p. 410.

67 Cf. Georg Schurhammer, SJ, Francis Xavier..., vol. IV, p. 18067.
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verts 68, spread across Miyako and Sakai. From 1568 onwards, the protection 
given by Oda Nobunaga (1534-1582) 69 to the nanban clergy, gave new life to 
this mission, which resulted in an increase in the number of baptisms and 
the opening of churches and residences 70.

4. Kyúshú – Shimo

In May, 1566, following the orders of the superior, Gaspar Vilela aban-
doned the centre and returned to Kyúshú. The meeting between the two, 
after seven years of separation, probably took place at the port of Kuchinotsu 
(Hizen) 71. Until October, 1570, when he left Japan, Vilela lived in the so-called 
Shimo missions, or rather, those which were spread across the northwest 
and west of the island of Kyúshú, and he met some important local daimyó, 
both Christian and non Christian.

During this second stay in Kyúshú, especially between 1566 and 1568, 
Father Vilela did not spend long in the same place; there are references in 
the letters to his work in various places, such as Fukuda, Ómura, Arima, 
Hirado, Gotó, Shiki, Kuchinotsu and Nagasaki. However, most of these refer-
ences are dispersed and out of context, so far making it impossible to trace 
a reliable itinerary for Vilela in Kyúshú. We know that part of his work in 
these places was simply hearing confessions 72, which is understandable if 
one bears in mind that, at that time, Vilela and Torres (the latter now old and 
often sick) were the only priests who had been in Japan more than three/four 
years before 73 and that therefore they had sufficient knowledge of the lan-
guage to administer the sacrament without resorting to interpreters.

Between July and August, 1566, we find Vilela in Fukuda, a port lying 
to the northeast of the entry to Nagasaki bay, belonging to Ómura Sumitada 

68 For the calculation cf. letter from Cosme de Torres to the General of the Society of Jesus. 
Kuchinotsu, 20th October, 1565 in Monumenta Historica Japoniae ..., p. 68. 

69 For Nobunaga and his relations with the nanbanjin see Jeroen Lamers, Japonius Tyrannus. 
The Japanese Warlord Oda Nobunaga Reconsidered, Leiden, 2000.

70 Cf. Ana Fernandes Pinto, Uma imagem do Japão. A aristocracia guerreira nipónica nas cartas 
jesuítas de Évora (1598), Macao, 2004, p.193. 

71 On the return journey, Vilela was in Bungo for a while, helping at the mission and hearing 
confessions. The two priests that were posted there – João Baptista Del Monte (1528-1587) and 
João Cabral (?-1575) – were probably not yet able to administer the sacrament in Japanese as 
they had not been in the archipelago very long, Del Monte since 1563 and Cabral since the year 
before that. Cf. letter from Miguel Vaz to the Fathers and Brothers of the Society of Jesus in 
Japan. Bungo, 16th September, 1566 in CE, tome I, fl. 227-227v e HJ, II, pp. 174-175. 

72 Just as an example cf. letter from Miguel Vaz. Shiki, 1568 in CE, tomo I, fl. 252.

73 Of the priests in the archipelago, Luís Fróis and João Baptista Del Monte had arrived in 
1563, and Melchior de Figueiredo and João Cabral the following year. Cf. João Paulo Oliveira e 
Costa, “Os Jesuítas no Japão (1549-1598). Uma análise estatística” in O Japão e o Cristianismo no 
Século XVI..., pp. 20-21.
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Bartolomeu (1533-1587)74. The purpose of Vilela’s stay, and of his companion, 
João Cabral, was not just to attend to the crew of Simão de Mendonça’s ship 
which had docked there75 but also to (re)establish ties with Ómura Sumitada. 
This warrior is known to have been baptised in 1563, as part of a strategy 
to use the missionaries to attract European merchants to his ports so they 
could supply him with the military material needed for the constant wars 
and uprisings he was involved in and to bring some economic prosperity to 
his domain. However, due to the war, after his baptism, contacts with the 
missionaries became rare and circumstantial76. Cosme de Torres still took 
advantage of the opportunities to restore and strengthen his ties with this 
daimyó, with a view to converting his family and vassals. In Fukuda, Vilela 
met with Ómura Sumitada on more than one occasion, and, according to  
João Cabral’s account, Ómura invited him to visit him so that he could 
“baptise his wife and daughter, who because of the great wars had not had 
time to be baptised” 77. Yet, for the same reasons mentioned in the letter, the 
project was once more postponed and the Jesuit only baptised some mem-
bers of the followers of Sumitada 78.

Two years later, at the end of 1568, obeying superior orders, Father 
Vilela returned to Ómura, to settle in a little fishing village lying in a wide, 
deep bay on the outskirts of Ómura, Nagasaki 79. His life as a travelling mis-

74 Ómura Sumitada, son of the daimyó of Arima, Arima Haruzumi (1483-1566) was adopted 
by the lord of Ómura, Ómura Sumiaki (?-1551), and was to inherited his house and lands. His 
politico-military position in Ómura was constantly threatened by internal dissention and by mili-
tary attacks by neighbouring enemies, of which the most threatening were those from Ryúzóji 
Takanobu of Saga. Even though his baptism had been merely for political (and military) reasons, 
the truth is that, until his death, in 1587, he stayed close to the Jesuits, helping them in various 
circumstances. In 1580, against the demands of Ryúzóji Takanobu who wanted the port for 
himself, he donated the town of Nagasaki (and the port of Mogi) to the Society of Jesus. Cf. Diego 
Yuuki, SJ, “O Daimyo Sumitada” in ICALP. Revista do Instituto de Cultura e Língua Portuguesa, 
nº 12/13, June/September of 1988, pp. 124-139 and Jurgis Elisonas, “Christianity and the 
Daimyo” in The Cambridge History of Japan, ed. John Whitney Hall e James L. McClain, vol. IV, 
pp. 324-326. 

75 Cf. Charles Ralph Boxer, O grande navio de Amacau, 4.ª ed., Macao, 1989. Fukuda was the 
trading port most commonly frequented by European merchants between 1565 and 1570.

76 After his baptism, Sumitada saw no missionary for two years Cf. letter from Luís de Almeida 
to the Brothers of the Society of Jesus. Fukuda, 25th October, 1565 in CE, tome I, fl. 170.

77 “Bautizar sua molher, & filha, que por causa das grandes guerras não tinha dado o tempo 
lugar pera se bautizar.” Letter from João Cabral to the Brothers of the Society of Jesus in Portugal. 
Japan, 15th November, 1566 in CE, tome I, fl. 228v.

78 Cf. letter from João Cabral to the Brothers of the Society of Jesus in Portugal. Japan, 15th 
November, 1566 in CE, tome I, fl. 228v-229.

79 For Nagasaki vide Diego Pacheco, SJ, A fundação do porto de Nagasaki e a sua cedência à 
Sociedade de Jesus, Macao, 1989 and Helena Margarida Barros Rodrigues, Nagasáqui Nanban. 
Das origens à expulsão dos Portugueses [Nagasaki Nanban. From Its Origins to the Expulsion of the 
Portuguese], Lisbon, 2006 [multicopied text; Master’s dissertation in History of the Discoveries 
and Portuguese Expansion (15th-18th centuries), presented to the New University of Lisbon], p. 33.
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sionary was then interrupted, as he lived and worked in this place for about 
a year and a half, until August, 1570.

Gaspar Vilela was part of a group of Jesuits – together with Cosme de 
Torres, Luís de Almeida and Melchior de Figueiredo (1528-1597) – respon-
sible for founding the port and town of Nagasaki, and for transforming it 
into a terminal for Luso-Japanese trade and a centre of the Jesuit mission in 
Japan. As mentioned earlier, Ómura Sumitada sought to attract Portuguese 
merchants to his ports, so he did not hesitate to make use of the Jesuits. 
However, Fukuda – chosen after the port of Yokoseura was destroyed, in 
1563, as a result of the wars in Ómura – it was not well located, as it was too 
exposed to the elements and to the attacks from the enemies of Sumitada. 
Between the end of the 1560’s and the early 1570’s, it was exchanged for 
Nagasaki. From 1571 onwards, when Tristão Vaz da Veiga’s ship dropped 
anchor in Nagasaki, the port became the “habitual trading post” of the 
traders coming from Macao 80.

Gaspar Vilela’s work, his last great undertaking before leaving Japan, 
involved establishing a mission in the place. In fact, Luís de Almeida had been 
in the village the year before (1567), having been responsible for baptising 
some locals. However, Vilela was responsible for settling and spreading the 
mission so that, when he left Nagasaki, in 1570, the majority of the popula-
tion had already been baptised. Diego Pacheco mentions that many of the 
letters written by the Jesuits directly responsible for the founding of the port 
have been lost, and there is a huge lack of letters relating to this period in 
general and to this event in particular 81. So, for the time when Vilela lived 
in Nagasaki, we rely, above all, on a letter that he wrote from Cochin, early in 
1571 82. We learn from this letter that the lord of Nagasaki – called Nagasaki 
Jinzaemon Sumikage Bernardo, a vassal of Sumitada, and probably baptised 
with him, in 1563 83 – put Vilela up in a former Buddhist temple, near his 
own house. During the first year he was there, the priest dismantled the 
temple and had a church built in its place, dedicated to Todos-os-Santos 

80 I have used Ana Maria Leitão’s expression, which drew attention to the fact that, even being 
founded and declared an “official trading post” of the kurofune, Nagasaki was never the exclusive 
port for the ships coming from Macao to dock. Cf. Ana Maria Ramalho Proserpio Leitão, Do trato 
português no Japão. Presenças que se cruzam (1543-1639), Lisbon, 1994, pp. 147-148 [multicopied 
text; Master’s dissertation in Modern History presented to the Faculty of Arts of the University 
of Lisbon].

81 Cf. Diego Pacheco, SJ, A fundação do porto de Nagasaqui e a sua cedência à Sociedade de 
Jesus, Macao, 1989, p. 12.

82 Cf. Letter from Gaspar Vilela to the Fathers and Brothers of the Society of Jesus in Portugal. 
Cochin, 4th February, 1571 in CE, tome I, fl. 301-304v especially fl. 302v-303.

83 Cf. Diego Pacheco, SJ, A fundação do porto de Nagasaqui..., p. 237. 
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[All Saints] 84 and converted around 1.500 Japanese, baptised in groups of 
200 or 400, as he himself states, yet another example of a series of en masse 
conversions brought about by the Jesuit 85.

5. After Japan

Vilela left Nagasaki in August, 1570, to participate in the Shiki consul-
tation. The purpose of this meeting was to hand over the leadership of the 
mission to Francisco Cabral (c. 1533-1609) and to proceed to the reorganisa-
tion of the Jesuits throughout the various missions in Japan. Vilela was not 
included in this reorganisation of the mission as he had received orders from 
the visitator of the Society of Jesus, Gonçalo Alvarez (1527-1573), to return 
to Goa in order to, to use his own words, “give an account of the things of 
Japan” 86. In a private letter to the General of the Society of Jesus, Francisco 
Bórgia, dated December, 1569, Alvarez comments that he had taken the deci-
sion to summon him “because of a very bad case that occurred” 87.

For whatever reason, the priest abandoned Japan on 30th October, 1570, 
on the return voyage of the kurofune and, three months later, he disembarked 
in Cochin, most likely installing himself in Madre de Deus College 88. Later, 
he moved to the residence of São Paulo College, in Goa, where he passed 
away, in 1572, after eight days of fever 89.

84 Cf. letter from Gaspar Vilela to the Fathers and Brothers of the Society of Jesus in Portugal. 
Cochin, 4th February, 1571 in CE, tomo I, fl. 302v. The church was burnt down years later, in 1573, 
after the port was attacked by one of the enemies (and brother-in-law) of Ómura Sumitada, by 
the name of Fukahori Sumikata, lord of Fukahori, a place near Nagasaki. Cf. HJ, II, pp. 392-393.

85 Cf. letter from Gaspar Vilela to the Fathers and Brothers of the Society of Jesus in Portugal. 
Cochin, 4th February, 1571 in CE, tomo I, fl. 302v.

86 “Dar conta das cousas de Iapão.” Letter from Gaspar Vilela to the Fathers and Brothers of the 
Society of Jesus in Portugal. Cochin, 4th February, 1571 in CE, tomo I, fl. 301v.

87 “Por certo caso roim que aconteceo.” Letter from Gonçalo Alvarez to the General of the 
Society of Jesus. Goa, 5th December, 1569 in Documenta Indica, 18 vols, ed. José Wicki, SJ, 
Rome, 1948-1988, vol. VIII, p. 121. 

88 Cf. letter from Gaspar Vilela to the Fathers and Brothers of the Society of Jesus in Portugal. 
Cochin, 4th February, 1571 in CE, tomo I, fl. 301.

89 According to Duarte Leitão “He was so struck by the fever that he said it was the last; and, 
like a man who knew for certain that he would die, he began to prepare himself for this, making 
a general confession, and [after] all the sacraments had been taken, Our Lord took him away. 
He lasted no more than eight days after the fever struck.” [“Tanto que lhe deu a febre disse 
logo que era a deradeira; e, como homem que sabia de certo que avia de morrer, se comesou a 
aparelhar de preposito confesando-se geralmente, e [depois] de tomados todos os sacramentos 
o levou Nosso Senhor pera si. Não durou mais depois que lhe deu a febre que oito dias.”], letter 
from Duarte Leitão to the General of the Society of Jesus. Goa, 5/11/1572 in Documenta Indica, 
vol. VIII, pp. 576-577.


